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ABSTRACT 



This paper considers how multilingualism is approached in 
both Japan and the United States by considering the position and roles of the 
government, schools, and public. There exists the perception in countries 
where monolingual ism is considered the norm that bilingualism, and certainly 
multilingualism, are problematic. Multilingualism in a monolingual country is 
frequently seen as a threat to the established monolingual and monocultural 
way of life. While Japan and the United States are typical of 

monolinguistically-dominated societies, and some similar attitudes prevail in 
both countries, their approaches to dealing with multilingualism are vastly 
different. In Japan and the United States, there are prevailing attitudes 
that for speakers of the dominant languages- -Japanese and English 
respectively- -there is no need to learn another language, and that all others 
living in the countries should learn to speak the primary language. Yet both 
countries are far more linguistically diverse than the typical lay person or 
government official in either country realizes. This is a more recent 
phenomenon in Japan, but in America, significant multilingualism goes back to 
the founding of the first colonies. Multilingualism has been unavoidable in a 
country comprised of immigrants from across the world. It is concluded that 
in both countries multilingualism is not a threat, but that narrow-mindedness 
and the failure to look beyond ones own borders are far greater problems. 
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Five Societies 



Approaching Multilingualism in 
Japan and the United States 

Shawn M. Clankie 



There exists a perception in many places where monolingualism is considered 
the norm that bilingualism, and certainly multilingualism, are problematic. 
Some of these perceptions are based on fact (e.g. that economic concerns are a 
considerable factor in multilingualism), yet others are groundless (e.g. the idea 
that children will become confused if learning two or more languages). 
Similarly, multilingualism in a monolinguistic community is frequently seen as a 
threat to the monolingual, and frequently monocultural, way of life. Japan and 

the United States are typical of monolinguistically-dominated societies 1 . Yet, 
while some of the attitudes towards multilingualism in Japan and the U.S. are 
indeed similar, the approaches in dealing with multilingualism are vastly 
different. This paper considers how multilingualism is approached in both 
countries by considering the position of the government, schools, and the public. 

It is important first to come to some definition of multilingualism as it will be 
used for the purposes of this paper. By multilingualism I am not simply 
referring to the ability of a speaker to speak more than one language (individual 



This is not to say that the U.S. is not a multilingual country. Simply, 
those who hold the majority of power in the United States are monolingual 
speakers of English. This is what is meant by monolinguistically-dominated. 
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multilingualism), although that in itself is subsumed in the broader definition communicative approach, and is hampered in many cases by teachers who 

that follows. Multilingualism for our purposes here will mean societal themselves are, or consider themselves to be, weak in the language they are 

multilingualism (Romaine, 1994:34) within a linguistic community (either teaching. There is also a stigma prevalent in Japan towards being an articulate 

indigenous or transplanted, tliriving or endangered) where more than one speaker of a second language. This is evident in the case of children returning 

language is in use on a regular basis by members of that community or through fr° m overseas who have increased competency in the foreign language as being 
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